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I commence by acknowledging the Traditional Owners of the region in which I am formally 
speaking this morning. I acknowledge the other Indigenous people in the room. I also 
acknowledge the non-Indigenous women who are also present. I ask that you not only 
hear the words I speak this morning, but that your minds, hearts and spirits feel my words, 
so that you might move from a position of being aware of our issues on your campuses to 
knowing, understanding, speaking and doing with and for us.  
 
I accept the words of some Indigenous scholars when they say that we must speak back 
to education (Nakata, 1998:4). I also know that the only way we can speak back is to have 
the tools with which to speak back and to have the forums in which to speak within. In 
order for Indigenous Australians to gain some of these tools we need to enter higher 
education institutions and learn the theories and the knowledge contained within 
disciplines and the way business is done. In order to speak back within higher education 
institutions we need to be more than just within them, being within them is not enough. We 
need to be more than ‘window dressing’ (Mihesuah 2004: 44), that is where universities 
and/or particular university units, schools, and departments, want us but not our opinions, 
and not our intellectual dialogue. We must be given the space and the opportunities to 
speak and engage within higher education. We must be provided with the opportunities for 
intellectual dialogue with others within academic contexts. Non-Indigenous people 
additionally must provide these opportunities to themselves for in not engaging with us, 
you continue to remain distant from the dialogues that we are having with one another as 
Indigenous peoples, regionally, nationally and internationally. In not engaging with us, 
non-Indigenous people risk learning about Indigenous people and our issues, our history, 
our worldviews and our different knowledges from and through the eyes of other non-
Indigenous people. In this, you as non-Indigenous people risk only ever knowing 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from the position of being studied as objects 
and being written about as objects.  Ask yourselves, do you want this? 
 
I know that our experiences as Indigenous peoples within universities often reflects the 
experiences we have as Indigenous people in broader society, yet I am still surprised and 
angered when it is other academics who espouse notions of justice and equity with whom 
we experience tension and conflict in asserting our rights, values and cultural values. At 
times it is a constant struggle even when universities have a Reconciliation Statement as 
most of them do now, Indigenous recruitment or employment strategies and university 
wide anti-racism and anti-discrimination policies and procedures. Universities are not the 
safe places we would like to think they are (Mihesuah and Wilson 2004; Monture-Angus 
1995; Walker 2003). Alfred states that ‘they are not even so special or different in any 
meaningful way from other institutions; they are microcosms of the larger societal struggle’ 
(2004: 88). They can and do reproduce imperial attitudes and processes which 
marginalise and exclude us whilst proclaiming they want to include and involve us. It is 
with sadness that sometimes it is also other unionists within higher education 
environments with whom we experience such conflict and tension and issues of inclusion 
and exclusion. 
 
Indigenous academics experience many of the same issues faced by other higher 
education workers. We also face issues that are particular to us as Indigenous employees 
and as Indigenous academics.  
 
For example,  
Indigenous academics struggle for academic positions against non-Indigenous people 
who have been in jobs for years in fields of study that are about us. Sometimes, the non-
Indigenous academics are tenured employees within Indigenous Studies. There is also 
anecdotal evidence of particular types of Indigenous people being given positions over 
other Indigenous people. bell hooks (1994) describes in part this process of selection of 
some people over others, ‘Black women are treated as though we are a box of chocolates 
presented to individual white women for their eating pleasure, so they can decide for 
themselves and others which pieces are most tasty’ (p.80). For the purposes of 
employment in universities, university personnel may pick from amongst us those they 
think are the ‘most tasty’. That is, which Indigenous person/s fits the ideas they have of an 
Indigenous academic, or what they think an Indigenous academic is to them. Sometimes 
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Indigenous people are picked because they will ‘fit in’. I think there is a big problem with 
someone being picked because the personnel in the university thinks they (Indigenous 
person) will ‘fit in’ or maintain the status quo when the fitting in or status quo is about our 
marginalisation and a process that keeps other Indigenous people in ‘our place’. In these 
situations Indigenous people are asked to play the role that Deloria terms, a ‘house pet’ 
(2004: 29). 
 
Indigenous academics sometimes struggle with other academics who work against 
Indigenous voices about our being, our knowledge, our culture and our land and show no 
concern for our rights or empowerment. The people that work against us can act in ways 
that insulate themselves, their disciplines and institution in order to protect their privileges 
(Smith 1999). They might even instate gatekeepers to guard their entitlements, comfort 
zones and to marginalise dissenting Indigenous voices. Sometimes non-Indigenous 
people who are participating in this process are positioned as the ‘good white people’ 
(Lampert 2003:24) who are only trying to help, and the dissenting Indigenous people are 
positioned as ‘bad’ people and even ‘ungrateful’. This type of statement of ‘goodwill’ and 
‘benevolence’ assists in masking the power differentials (Hage 1998; Riggs 2004) and 
denies the truth of Indigenous dispossession and non-Indigenous privilege, power and 
hierarchy associated with the academy (Smith 1999).  
 
Indigenous academics sometimes struggle with and experience tension with non-
Indigenous academics who talk about, write about and who are given authority to control 
information about Indigenous Studies and Indigenous matters within universities. These 
particular people want us as Indigenous people to often act as ‘informants’ to legitimate 
their academic processes (Khan 2005: 2025) and can be in a ‘whole series of 
relationships with Aboriginality without ever losing the relative upper hand’ (Hart 2003:15). 
This amounts to a recycling of the colonial power and a distinct difference in standpoints 
between those with institutional power and those without. These academics fail to address 
‘issues of power, governance and control of what is being studies and taught’ (Gunstone 
2008: xxi).  
 
Indigenous academics struggle in grant application processes against other academics 
who apply in opposition to us for work about us. Some non-Indigenous researchers have 
long grant histories and can substantiate their ‘book knowledge’ (hooks 1994: 16). 
Sometimes we might be invited to be the advisory committee for their projects or asked to 
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give input into the project’s development as a ‘targeted resource’ (Gareau 2003: 197) 
rather than as an Investigator. I once asked a non-Indigenous person who didn’t have a 
grant history in Indigenous Studies if they would work with or ‘partner with’ a group of 
Aboriginal people who were interested in applying for grant monies but they would only 
work with our group if their name went on the grant application first which would have 
resulted in them commencing an Indigenous research history. We didn’t ‘partner; with 
them. 
 
Indigenous academics are regularly asked to be involved in grant applications as 
Associate Investigators or later asked to assist with the project’s interviews with 
Indigenous people, or assist in analysing data and to enact Indigenous research protocols 
and procedures instead of being asked to be a Co-investigator or another Chief 
Investigator. This places us in the sub-ordinate position and the non-Indigenous 
researchers in the lead or in the boss role. The non-Indigenous academics are positioned 
in this context as the experts and the knowers, which supports their on-going positioning 
of authority, legitimacy, domination and control. We are asked to perform the role of 
service to the non-Indigenous academics in the same way that Indigenous people were 
required to service non-Indigenous people in colonial history (Huggins 1989; Rintoul 
1993). As explained by Moreton-Robinson (2008) by placing us in such a service 
relationship also positions our Aboriginality ‘as an epistemological possession to service 
what it is not’ (86) and to ‘obscure the more complex way that white possession functions 
socio-discursively through subjectivity and knowledge production’ (86). In these 
relationships, where is the recognition of what is being shared, offered, given or asked for 
and where is the true recognition of our skills and abilities and where is the power sharing 
and equity? 
 
Indigenous academics continually hear and watch their qualifications devalued. For 
example some years, I sat and listened to an Indigenous woman be asked if she wanted 
to enrol in a course as a student. She already had a degree, and a doctoral degree. She in 
fact turned out to have more qualifications than the people running the course. She has 
still not been offered any work with that course: even though she gave them her CV. 
Some non-Indigenous people are awarded kudos, credibility and seen as honourable for 
their work in Indigenous Studies (Lampert 2003). I ask why aren’t we given the same form 
of personal and institutional legitimisation and respect when we have graduated from the 
same universities in which you teach, research and work within?  
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Many Indigenous academics are on contracts and articulating the issues within the work 
unit, school or faculty may jeopardise any on-going contracts or possible tenure. The 
system of short term contracts does not benefit those Indigenous people who challenge 
the status quo and challenge the system, ways of doing things, the positioning of non-
Indigenous people who have control of Indigenous matters and the order of things that 
keeps Indigenous people in ‘our place’.   
 
Indigenous academics struggle to publish in journals where editorial boards are made up 
of only people who have set ideas of what Indigenous people should be writing about, or 
have journal content which perpetuates western / imperialist understandings of Indigenous 
people. Indigenous academics face the reality that the journals that are within the field of 
Indigenous Studies are also graded much lower in the ERA process than other disciplines 
and fields. If we as Indigenous academics only publish in these journals then we are 
deemed by the ERA process to have less academic impact. This affects our ability for 
promotion and our academic standing when measured up next to other academics. Yet, 
we need to write in these journals to further develop our own journals, support Indigenous 
scholars and Indigenous communities.  
 
Indigenous academics who work in specific discipline areas within universities can 
deemed to be irrelevant to the person/s disciplinary work by supervisors or those with 
institutional authority to grant conference leave and /or conference monies. Some 
Indigenous scholars never get to Indigenous Studies conferences. This then doesn’t 
support development and engagement with other Indigenous scholars in scholarly activity. 
This is even though the university/universities concerned want/s us to be Indigenous 
scholars and relies on us being Indigenous scholars. I ask you how do you grow as an 
Indigenous scholar if you only ever get to go to disciplinary gatherings where there is a 
non-Indigenous majority? It needs to be recognised that we need to go to discipline 
specific conferences for on-going academic development and scholarly engagement in 
our disciplines as academics and we need to go to Indigenous Studies conferences for 
on-going academic development and scholarly engagement as Indigenous academics. 
 
Indigenous academics face not being included in discussions about Indigenous scholarly 
matters when universities only consult with the Indigenous Centres on campus. I am not 
talking about consultation on student support or student participation issues here, but on 
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curriculum content and disciplinary matters. How is it that some Indigenous Centres are 
consulted about all Indigenous matters within their respective universities and yet other 
Indigenous staff might not be engaged even when the issue/s may impact on them, or it is 
an issue in which they have expertise. For example, numerous years ago I even pulled up 
our own union for only consulting with the Indigenous Centre at the university and 
counting the votes of Indigenous staff and non-Indigenous staff in that centre as to who 
should attend an Indigenous members meeting. Can you imagine non-nurses voting as to 
which nurse should attend a union meeting of nurses, or non-teachers voting for which 
teacher should represent teachers, or men voting for which women should attend a 
women’s meeting. This would never happen now in our union, but universities still carry on 
practices that are highly questionable when concerning Indigenous people and our 
business.  
 
Indigenous academics can be asked for the purposes of equity, cultural diversity, 
representation, to sit on a committee, be a resource to assist in connecting students to 
Indigenous community groups, or be a member of a curriculum review panel. This is 
regardless of whether we have expressed interest or not, or whether we have skills and 
abilities in that area of not. In this there is a difference between authority and authenticity 
and legitimacy and illegitimacy. 
 
I also want to make the point here that it is not just men with whom Indigenous academics 
struggle: it is also other women in universities. Unless women are aware and act on how 
class, race, ethnicity, culture and sexual orientation add to the complexity of the 
interrelationships between women, then they may be ignorant of the way they even as 
women occupy space within universities and how they can privilege themselves and 
disadvantage other women. I have watched and listened to non-Indigenous women raise 
issues associated with the ‘glass ceiling’ and detail their gender-based disadvantages in 
universities, all the while continuing to constrain and oppress and disempower Indigenous 
men and Indigenous women.  
 
In short, we face a multitude of issues within universities.  
 
Audre Lorde (1984: 44) states that, ‘it is not difference that immobilises us, but silence. 
And there are so many silences to be broken’. I have shared some of what Indigenous 
academics experience in an attempt to break the silence and to make visible how certain 
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forms of knowledge and values operate and are deployed in universities. I am trying to 
enact part of my responsibility as an Aboriginal woman within the tertiary education sector. 
 I have tried to break the silence and to make visible some of the issues that Indigenous 
academics face within universities. Silence allows people to feel warm and fuzzy about 
having an array of Indigenous related documents while Indigenous peoples are still being 
marginalised, denigrated and exploited within the university. Silence continues the on-
going oppression, systemic marginalisation and institutional privilege and the 
epistemology that maintains them. Silence continues to subjugate Indigenous peoples. I 
encourage others to move beyond being aware, to move beyond the warm and fuzzy 
feelings of having a Reconciliation Statement, maybe a Statement of Acknowledgement of 
Country and possibility an Indigenous Employment Strategy. These are all needed and 
they are vital within universities, but we also need to move beyond these. We shouldn’t 
think that our universities will be ok if we have these and that they will solve the issues. 
They are platforms for action. 
 
I want you and need you to break the silences, to question and to name. 
  
I want you and need you to examine your own practices within universities.  
 
I want you and need you to enact for you and me.  
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